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not to be aware that, given the changes in the national 
legislation, a birth certificate alone is insufficient  
proof of Malaysian identity. And they do not seem  
to understand how important it is to have an identity 
card or document. 
The problem 
There are several factors behind this. There are  
many village midwives who have difficulties in 
certifying a child’s date of birth because they are 
illiterate. When no licensed certificate has been 
provided by the midwife, the National Registration 
Department will not provide an official document.  
At the same time, poverty is also one of the reasons 
why parents may not have registered their children. 
Generally, in the rural areas, households are large  
and range from 5 to 12 members. Incomes are low  
and vulnerable to adverse climatic conditions,  
making it difficult for parents to have the time  
and money, for example, to travel to complete the 
necessary bureaucratic procedures – even if they  
are aware of the need to do so. For example, those 
living in the Pensiangan rural area would have to 
travel 90 km to the town of Keningau to register  
their children. Before travelling to the main road,  
they would have to travel by boat, and transport fees 
can be as high as US $100.
In the early 1900s, British colonists stimulated the entry of migrants from the rest of Malaysia to Sabah, in the 
north of Borneo, so that the region’s rich agricultural 
and mining resources could be exploited and exported 
to Europe. Most of the migrants worked in the oil  
palm plantations, rubber estates and the mining and 
construction industries. Although the intention was that 
they should only stay for a limited period of time, many 
of the migrants and their children became permanent 
residents. The presence of migrants led to a multi-racial 
population. Currently Sabah has a population of  
3.5 million and its population is increasing rapidly. 
Minorities account for 20% of the population. 
At independence, identification card procedures were 
introduced by the Government of Malaysia as a way  
of recognizing whether an individual was a permanent 
citizen of the country or not. It also confirmed the 
individual’s rights to welfare, health care and other 
governmental benefits. The national identity card 
known as MyKad is obligatory for all Malaysians  
older than 12. But regardless of the possibilities offered 
by the government to obtain the necessary documents, 
there are still many cases of undocumented people  
in Sabah, especially in the rural and border areas – 
where people find it difficult to travel to a town,  
or prefer not to do so for fear of being caught by the  
police for not having official documents. Local and 
indigenous people in the rural and border areas seem 
The situation which people without legal documents face is an 
unresolved problem in many parts of the world, especially when 
indigenous people live together in areas with large inflows of 
immigrants from bordering countries. This is the case in Sabah,  
a part of Malaysia which is geographically close to Brunei, the 
Philippines and Indonesia. Immigrants and refugees seeking a 
better life have known for a long time that the border security is 
not strictly enforced. But the general situation is not well known 
because there have been few studies done on these issues.  
The PACOS Trust and the Asian Foundation developed a method 
which community members could use to show the benefits of 
having identity documents – something which would benefit  
both migrants and the indigenous population. 
Cover Regardless of the 
possibilities offered by  
the government to obtain  
the necessary documents, 
community members find  
it difficult to travel, and do 
the necessary paperwork
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interview sessions carried out during the survey  
helped identify the community’s main problems  
(see box). The PACOS Trust team met local leaders 
and formed a network with strong connections with 
the communities. Local leaders are respected figures 
and carry huge responsibilities in every village.  
The village head in Kampung Simunul, for example, 
was aware of the problem facing undocumented 
individuals, and assisted and directed young people 
monitor the process.
Courtesy visits were then paid to different government 
agencies, as well as to police departments, the National 
Registration Department, the District Office, the 
Immigration Department, the Education Department 
and the hospital. Meetings were organised with 
officials as a way of conveying the problem. It was  
clear that these departments should be aware of the 
situation and of the need to take action. At the same 
time, the Security Programme of the PACOS Trust 
and the Asian Foundation started a paralegal training 
course meant to educate community members and 
help them become village paralegals. A paralegal is  
a person who carries legal responsibilities, following 
the actions recommended by lawyers. Their 
responsibilities include interviewing witnesses and 
dealing with the research questions needed for the 
legal documents. 
Rural areas also have limited access to communications. 
This means that communities find it difficult to keep 
up to date with new information about the initiatives 
started by private organisations and government 
bodies. For example, when the Malaysian government 
introduced a new regulation about national identity 
documents, the information was delayed and could not 
be conveyed to rural and border communities. Equally 
important is the lack of resources. When yields fail and 
there is not enough money, undocumented individuals 
are unable to look for job opportunities in the urban 
areas because they are afraid they might be arrested. 
Looking for information
A baseline survey was conducted in Sabah to discover 
the problems of immigrants and the local population, 
and to start a local documentation process. The 
From the baseline survey
“Mr Joseph informed us that there are more than  
200 persons in his village, they are all Maurut, the 
majority is Christian, most are working in towns  
such as Keningau and Nabawan. Most villagers  
are subsistence farmers, they also hunt regularly or 
work as boatmen. The children attend primary and 
secondary school in Pensiangan. The village does not 
have electricity, and water is brought from the river or 
from gravity pipe feeds. The nearest clinic and school 
is in Pensiangan, 40 minutes by boat. The biggest 
problem in the village is land encroachment, health 
and personal documentation…”
“Polina has 6 children, she is married to Mr Massa 
Joseph, one of her children has a late registration birth 
certificate. This is the fourth child, and is 14 years old. 
It is difficult for the family to get an IC for their child. 
It is expensive to go to the nearest NRD in Nabawan 
and Keningau and there are no telephones in their 
village. In fact their son qualified for a scholarship to 
school but was later rejected because he had no IC. 
During the interview the father was very emotional,  
as he felt this was unfair. He felt victimised and 
wondered why he has to pay more to get the same 
services town people get easily as they are nearer  
to an NRD office…”
Left Many rural areas  
are not easy to reach, and 
information is not available
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Given the size of the Sabah region, both organisations 
felt it is important that the communities themselves 
can assist in gathering evidence. The appointed 
paralegal team was to receive continuous guidance 
and support from both organisations. As a result of 
their paralegal training, young people are now aware 
of the identity and documentation issues in their 
village, and have the necessary knowledge to assist 
those involved in providing information and legal 
awareness and guidance on this matter to others. 
Twenty-six Community Learning Centres (CLC)  
were formed and are now being managed by the 
communities themselves. CLCs serve as a focal 
learning space for the community, where villagers can 
get together and where the local leader or educator can 
provide specific information. These CLCs are also 
serving as village monitoring systems, as they store 
specific information and maintain a record of 
registered children. Community Learning Centers 
have also cooperated with the Village Development 
and Security Committee in a preliminary community 
social investigation. Such investigations can generate a 
database that can help local leaders and CLC  
teachers track down the status of children and adults. 
One of the main difficulties, however, has been that 
once the target group is on the path to obtaining an 
identity card, some parties utilise the power they  
have for the wrong purposes. Some have abused  
the knowledge given during the training to trick 
individuals, claiming to be part of the National 
Registration Department and offering to speed the 
process. Believing the agents’ fraudulent intentions, 
many individuals were willing to pay large sums of 
money and were cheated – only to discover that the 
process takes a very long time anyway, and that no 
bribes are necessary.
Positive results
But despite these problems, it is clear that the 
intervention has had a considerably positive impact  
on communities in the rural and border areas. Target 
groups – especially youth and local leaders – are now 
capable of sharing their knowledge and can help 
Target groups – especially youth and 
local leaders – are now capable of 
sharing their knowledge and can help 
inform the undocumented people  
in their villages.
Below Participants in one of 
the dialogue sessions with the 
related government agencies
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inform the undocumented people in their villages. 
Young people have shared information through 
leaflets, flyers and banners, and those who have 
received information are no longer prepared to 
postpone their application for an identification card.
Local leaders have the capacity and responsibility to 
monitor the activities of their residents, and identify 
and solve problems. When a baby is born in the 
village, the leaders can monitor and ensure that the 
parents apply for the necessary documents.
Trained paralegals are adept at assisting individuals 
with these problems and ensuring the proper 
documentation of these cases. The local leaders and 
young people who have formed a paralegal committee 
Background information
A baseline survey that started at the beginning of 
2018 collected 1,046 survey forms from Kampung 
Bahagia, Sandakan, and just 23 survey forms from 
the Sebatik Island community. It found that 351 
people did not have a birth certificate in Kampung 
Bahagia, Sandakan; 406 people had no identity 
card and 289 people has no documents at all.  
The youth camps conducted in the 15 villages  
were attended by 375 young people. 
Kg. Bahagia is located on the border of Sandakan. 
It mainly houses refugees from the Philippines  
that migrated to Sabah many years ago. Based  
on paperwork collected there, it can be seen that  
the most serious issues are the lack of identity cards, 
followed by the lack of birth certificates and  
the problem of refugees who came without any 
documents. Many of those who seek identification 
documents are unaware of the procedures for 
dealing with authorities.
The island of Sebatik is on the east coast of Borneo. 
It lies partly within Malaysia and partly within 
Indonesia, and its distance from Tawau is 
approximately one kilometer. The main problem  
is the lack of birth certificates, identity cards, and 
also children born out of wedlock. To obtain an 
identification card in Malaysia one must have a 
birth certificate that clarifies that the child was 
born to a parent who is Malaysian citizen. But as 
there are no health services on the island, most 
children have been delivered by village midwives 
who do not provide any supporting documents. 
Most children do not have a birth certificate, and 
because they are undocumented these children are 
unable to travel to the mainland. As a result, they 
grow up without proper education or health care. 
A programme like the one described here 
can help in making more people aware 
of the significance of having identity 
documents, and of the benefits these  
can bring to their children.
Left Youth camp in  
Kampung Simunul
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in their own village made courtesy visits to different 
government agencies to present materials collected as 
evidence of the scenarios faced by the undocumented 
people in their village. Subsequently, these 
government agencies have passed these issues to their 
management board, who then made visits to these 
areas. In this way, paralegal teams provide a service 
and collaborate well with the government agencies.
As trained paralegals, young people are able to 
counsel and interview undocumented individuals,  
and help them find a solution to their problems.  
The legal knowledge provided during the training 
helps communities know which documents are  
needed to apply for an identity card at the National 
Registration Department.
Conclusions
There are still many undocumented persons whose 
voices remain unheard in some parts of Sabah.  
A programme like the one described here can help  
in making more people aware of the significance of 
having identity documents, and of the benefits these 
can bring to their children. Indigenous young people 
are being empowered to help their communities, avoid 
social problems and instill moral values. As more 
people become involved, a wider network of support 
can be established, and the public can become more 
involved in supporting government agencies.
 Government agencies should adopt an outreach 
intervention approach to those living in all rural and 
border areas, and develop a strategy that can solve  
the region’s identity and documentation issues. At  
the same time, there is a need for financial support  
to upgrade the programme at the grassroots level to 
ensure that all Malaysian citizens have an identity 
card. Government agencies should conduct a re-
assessment of all villages in the rural and border areas 
to ensure that no information about undocumented 
indigenous peoples has been excluded from the cases 
documented by the paralegal team. This means that  
a comprehensive management system should be 
established by these agencies to ensure a service that  
is fast and efficient.
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Right Courtesy visits were 
paid to different government 
agencies, including the  
police department
